
Shifting Baselines in 

Chesapeake Bay



History can inform restoration efforts 
to rebuild Bay resources
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But,shifting baselines can dilute 
ecosystem restoration goals

ÅPeople adjust to continuous 

degradation of a resource and 

eventually reduce expectations

ÅReference points (baselines) change 

(shift), affecting restoration objectives 

ÅWe need to develop historical insights 

to support successful restoration 



You know about shifting terrestrial baselines

Pile of bison skulls.  

http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia

/commons

Old magazine illustration of hunters 

shooting passenger pigeons. 

(From copy in Schorger, 1955.)
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ÅάCǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ōŀƴƪǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǊƛǾŜǊ ŀǘ ǘƘƛǎ fishery could 
be seen great schools of shad coming up the 
river when they were a quarter mile distant. 

ÅThey came in such numbers and so compact as to 
cause or produce a wave or rising of the water 
in the middle of the river extending from 
shore to shoreΦέ

Å Letter from 71-year-old Gilbert Fowler about the Webb Fishery in the 
Susquehanna River near Bloomsburg PA in the early 1800s(Bull. U.S. Fish 
Commission for 1881).

American shad were once hugely abundant



Alewife Alosa pseudoharengus

March    Branch herring

American shad 

Alosa sapidissima

March

Blueback herring Alosa aestivalis

April   Glut herring



ÅA [relatively small] seine haul could 
capture 4,000+ shad and 100,000 
to 300,000 river herring

ÅSix-week season yielded 
22,500,000 shad and 750,000,000 
river herring. 

ÅThese catches required 995,000 
bushels of salt and 995,000 barrels 

ÅThousands of people were 
employed  as seiners, processors, 
barrel makers, etc.

Potomac River catches in 1832 

Joseph Martin. 1835. A New and 
Comprehensive Gazetteer of Virginia 
and the District of Columbia.



Potomac River catches in 1832 

Joseph Martin. 1835. A New and 
Comprehensive Gazetteer of Virginia 
and the District of Columbia.

U.S. Fish Commissioner Baird 
όмууфύ ǿǊƻǘŜ άΧǘƘŜ ŀŎŎǳǊŀŎȅ 
ƻŦ aŀǊǘƛƴΩǎ ŦƛƎǳǊŜǎ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ 
disputed by some recent 
writers. Even if they are, 
however, twice as large as the 
fact would justify, the general 
argument [of the once great 
historical abundances] would 
ƴƻǘ ōŜ ƛƴǾŀƭƛŘŀǘŜŘΦέ



Between 1735 and 1928, up to 453 seine 
fisheries operated in the Susquehanna 
River and its tributaries. 

Seine size depended on location. In 1883, a 
Havre de Grace seine was 5,580ô long 
and 30ô deep. Mesh: 4.5ò to 5.5ò

A haul might capture 9,000 to 12,000 
shad; more usually the average was 
10,000 to 20,000 per season per net

Shad-fishing gear: Haul seines



Largest seine once used in the Bay

Å Stony Point in Potomac 
River

Å 9600Ω ƴŜǘ + 22,400Ω ropes 
Ґ онΣлллΩ ǎǿŜŜǇ

Å Hauled by steam engine 
and 80 men

Å Up to 3,600 shad & 
250,000 alewives were 
caught in a sweep

Å By 1905, only 3,000 shad 
caught in a season so 
fishery ended

1908 Bulletin of the Bureau of Fisheries, 
Volume 28, Part 2, Plate 42



These were wooden floating structures 
anchored in a river. Some were 75ô 
to 100ô wide and 200ô to 300ô long.

They might contain a bunkhouse for up to 
100 men, a kitchen, mess area, 
fish cleaning and washing rooms, 
barrel rooms, and a stable for horses 
to turn the seine windlass.

Shad fishing facilities: floats



Gerstell 1998

Shad fishing facilities: floats
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Shad fishing facilities: floats



Gerstell

1998

Haul seine on the wooden deck of a shad 
float near Port Deposit 1905



Commercial shad landings in Chesapeake 
Bay


